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County Agent’s Notes:

June 26, 2000

Stay cool and stay around.
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
When you sit down in the evening, click on the TV and start around the channels, you
will likely see people running marathons and participating in all kinds of sporting events. Most
of us like to watch these things, but few if any of us would like to be there exerting ourselves in
the heat. However, when weekends or holidays roll around we exert ourselves in ways that are
just as taxing as any sporting event.
Farmers, gardeners, and the elderly are especially vulnerable to heat stress. In fact, these
people are even more apt to suffer heat related problems than most athletes because they are not
conditioned to hot weather, and not as well informed about how to care for themselves in the
heat.
I am no exception to this. Last weekend I made up my mind to completely work my
garden no matter what. I have worked in the heat all my life, but by the end of the day I was
well past the level of stress a person should endure. We all do this, whether as part of yard work,
gardening, farming, or even recreational activity.
High temperature alone is bad enough, but when combined with high humidity, the
danger increases. I believe the temperature on Saturday was about 93 degrees, but with the high
level of relative humidity the “heat index” or “comfort index” was about 103! In actuality, the
high humidity level prevents the evaporation of sweat from your body, and this shortcuts the

natural process of “evaporative cooling” that is supposed to keep you cool. When you see
yourself sweating profusely and you don’t feel the pleasant cooling effect of evaporation, it’s
time to slow down and cool down. When you ignore this you may find yourself waking up
looking at the ceiling of some hospital room; if your are lucky.
There are several precautions offered by NOAA (the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration) for “What to do when Heat Waves strike”. These are as follows:
•

Increase your intake of non-alcoholic, non-carbonated, caffeine-free beverages such as water
and juice.

•

Wear a hat and clothing that is light in color to reflect sunlight, and that is loose-fitting.

•

Avoid the outdoors during extreme heat and if possible stay out of the sun.

•

Stay in an air-conditioned environment if possible, especially during the hottest parts of the
day.

•

Check on elderly neighbors and relatives since they are especially vulnerable to heat related
problems.

•

Eliminate strenuous activity during the hottest parts of the day.

•

Eat less protein and high-fat foods that increase metabolic activity.
Heat related illnesses include at least four levels of severity. The first is Sunburn, which

causes painful skin redness and may include swelling, blisters, fever, and headaches. The next is
Heat Cramp which is characterized by heavy sweating and painful spasms, usually in leg or
abdominal muscles. Then comes Heat Exhaustion in which a person becomes weak and sweats
heavily. The skin becomes cold, pale, and clammy, and the pulse may be irregular; fainting and
vomiting may accompany these symptoms. Finally, we have the worst level called Heatstroke or
Sunstroke. Body temperature rises to 106 degrees or more, along with hot dry skin and rapid

pulse. A person may even become unconscious. When this happens, the person must be cooled
down quickly by wetting with cool water or some other means and your doctor should be
consulted.
When you know you have a lot of hard work to do, get at it early and stop when the first
symptoms of heat stress begin to appear. It’s amazing how much you can do between 5:00AM
and 10:00AM. There are always other things you can do that are not as dangerous. Your health
is much more valuable than a manicured lawn or getting that last weed hoed out of your garden.
Some of you farmers may be laughing by now. I know you can’t bale hay at 5:00AM,
and you can’t get laborers to come to work that early either. You know how to handle heat, but
many of our nonfarm friends do not. Use your knowledge of how to protect yourself if you have
to keep going, and I will try to do better in the future myself.

